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Introduction 
 
In this short essay we consider, first, the reasons why feminist IR academics should 
seek to build bridges with each other, with other academics and with those outside the 
university. Second, we develop some tentative guidelines for how we should go about 
the task of bridge-building, drawing on our research into feminist activism at the 
World Social Forum. Our intention in so doing is not to reinforce what we have 
elsewhere criticised as a false dichotomy between activists and academics,
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 but rather 
to locate feminist IR scholars within a wider feminist community and their work 
within a shared political project. This paper could thus be seen as a form of bridge-
building in and of itself. Along the way, we hope to draw out some of the problems of 
and boundaries to coalition politics for feminist IR academics, thus contributing to a 
dialogue on the possible ‘limits’ of bridge-building from a feminist perspective. 
 
Why should feminist IR academics build bridges? 
 
There are several reasons why feminist IR academics should take bridge-building 
seriously. The first has to do with an underlying epistemological imperative favouring 
the building of connections across differences. We do not mean to suggest here that 
all feminists share exactly the same epistemological starting point ― Sandra 
Harding’s much cited distinction between feminist empiricists, standpoint theorists 
and postmodernists has long highlighted important differences.
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 However, it is our 
view that feminist scholarship does in general share a situated and dialogical approach 
to knowledge production. Thus thinkers as diverse as Patricia Hill Collins and Donna 
Haraway have argued that individuals cannot generate theories of world politics that 
transcend their social and geopolitical position.
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 In a challenge, then, to the prevailing 
convention in academia of assuming a bird’s eye view of the subject of inquiry, 
feminist scholarship entails the explicit contextualisation of research questions and 
methods in terms of the political commitments and specific standpoint of the 
researcher.
4
 The necessary subsequent step for a fuller understanding of a subject is 
then to bring the knowledge generated by different standpoints into a collective 
process of dialogue.
5
 These dialogical encounters help not only to generate better 
answers, but also to raise questions and to provoke what Cynthia Enloe has called 
‘feminist curiosity’.6 Thus, feminist IR scholars go to conferences, produce edited 
books, work on journals and network with those outside of academia not simply to 
propagate ‘our truth’ and further our careers, but also to listen, learn and share and to 
be part of the process of building collective knowledge across differences. 
 
The second set of reasons why feminist IR scholars might seek to build bridges is, 
broadly speaking, political. As stated in the introduction, feminists of all varieties, 
within academia and beyond, should be seen as engaged in a shared political project 
to challenge and transform unequal power relations, particularly their gendered 
dimensions. Such a project necessitates bridge-building along a number of axes. Thus, 
for example, making links with other feminists within academia is essential for us not 
only in order to survive professionally and feel part of a community but also to 
generate a collective presence that can challenge the IR mainstream effectively. The 
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danger otherwise is that feminist IR scholars become isolated and our arguments 
always remain at the margins. Moreover, since feminist IR scholarship is part of a 
broader political project which seeks to speak to and from women’s experiences and 
struggles, it requires feminists to foster connections with marginalised others, inside 
and outside academia, and to make them visible and audible. In sum, feminist 
scholarship is explicitly politicised and this brings with it manifold imperatives to 
build solidarity with others. 
 
Having said this, it is clear that feminist IR scholars continue to face difficulties in 
their efforts to build bridges. We focus our comments here specifically on bridge-
building with other academics in IR, and suggest that the challenges to this are again 
both epistemological and political in character. Perhaps most obviously, the approach 
to epistemology that we have suggested most feminists share is still far from typical 
of the IR mainstream, which searches for objective, scientific knowledge and 
struggles to relate to those doing politicised research. This is illustrated, for example, 
by the contribution of influential ‘neoliberal institutionalist’ scholar Robert O. 
Keohane to a feminist-organised conference panel on gender and international 
relations, in which he called for ‘an alliance between two complementary critiques of 
neorealism’, standpoint feminism and his own approach.7 Keohane’s textual strategy 
to enable him to propose such an alliance involved the dismissal of other forms of 
feminism, particularly of the postmodernist variety, on the grounds that they are 
epistemologically incompatible. For Cynthia Weber, however, there is crucial 
difference between the approach of feminist scholars who look ‘through feminist 
lenses’ and welcome differences in approach as enriching and potentially 
transformative of their own worldviews, and Keohane’s text which ‘looks at’ feminist 
differences from a ‘singular scientific perspective’.8 There are clearly epistemological 
barriers to bridge-building with an IR mainstream that adheres to such a perspective. 
 
We suggest that there are also political barriers which are at least as significant, if not 
more so. On the one hand, there are power hierarchies within the discipline that make 
it all too easy for those at the top of the IR tree to ignore or dismiss more marginal 
stories about the world - and to exclude the tellers, intentionally or not, from the 
conference panels, edited books, and journals which they control. In this case, 
feminists simply become invisible. On the other hand, the ‘scientific’ aspirations of 
mainstream IR encourage the dismissal of political differences as a valid source of 
intellectual tension and leaves little room for politicised scholarship. In this case, 
feminist scholarship may be recognised but it is likely to be dismissed as partisan and 
ideological. At this point, however, we should acknowledge the so-called ‘third great 
debate’ in IR over the past two decades, which has centred at least in part on a dispute 
over the relationship between power and knowledge. In this context, a number of 
‘dissident’ or ‘critical’ IR scholars - including Marxists, Critical Theorists, green 
theorists and post-structuralists, as well as feminists - have produced and defended 
scholarship which is self-consciously politicised in the sense of being critical of 
power relations and aiming to contribute to their transformation. It is this commitment 
to politicised scholarship that makes bridge building with feminists IR scholars more 
likely.
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 However, certain challenges remain. Perhaps most obviously, Marxists insist 
on the centrality and universality of production relations and class struggle, with the 
inference that gender may mediate production but remains nonetheless a second-order 
axis of power and oppression.
10
 Post-structuralists, in their turn, have expressed a 
reluctance to engage with feminism in the context of IR for fear of reproducing 
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unitary accounts of what is actually ‘a fractured and heavily contested discourse … a 
site of active political struggle’,11 and we have also heard articulated at conferences a 
wariness about a perceived ‘will-to-power’ in feminism. Finally, Critical Theorists 
have accepted feminist co-travellers as long they see themselves as part of the Critical 
Theory project.
12
 In this last case, then, feminists are potential allies only in so far as 
they throw their weight behind the team and do not challenge the prevailing critical 
discourse.  
 
Given these political as well as epistemological challenges, bridge-building can only 
be seen as a daunting task. As Berenice Johnson Reagon famously reminded 
feminists, ‘Coalition work is not work done in your home. Coalition work has to be 
done in the streets. And it is some of the most dangerous work you can do’.13 
Notwithstanding the difficulties and dangers, however, we suggest that bridge-
building remains a fundamental imperative for feminist IR scholarship. In the next 
part of the essay, we turn to feminist activists to help work out guidelines for how it 
should be done.  
 
How should we build bridges? Lessons from feminist activism 
 
In what follows, we draw on our research into feminist activism at the World Social 
Forum and European Social Forum between 2003 and 2005.
14
 The activists to whom 
we talked do an enormous amount of networking, constructing multiple coalitions. 
Moreover, this kind of work seems to us to be fundamental to their vision of political 
struggle and social transformation, as indicated by a pervasive discourse in group 
documentation and interviews on the politics of ‘solidarity’ and ‘diversity’, ‘coalition 
politics’ or, as they frame it in Brazil, ‘articulation’. At the risk of over-generalisation, 
we wish to highlight four key features of this ‘coalition politics’ which seem to us to 
be widely shared.  
 
The first concerns the pragmatic approach to the identification of coalition partners. 
By this we mean that, rather than choose potential allies according to fixed ideological 
or identity-based criteria, our feminist interviewees prefer to engage in issue specific 
campaigns with those prepared to work for the attainment of concrete, shared political 
goals. To this extent, they forge temporary alliances which are often strategic and 
contingent. As one interviewee put it in the context of the Indian Women’s 
Movement: ‘we worked in coalitions, which were temporary coalitions for the issue, 
they were not long-term coalitions where we had a common agenda for the country. 
They were very much floating … but very much solid also, they were not lightly 
taken but highly debated’.15  
 
A second and related point concerns the fact that our interviewees widely insist that 
‘solidarity has to start with an acknowledgement of and respect for differences’.16  
 To put this another way, feminist activists seem to be engaged in the construction of 
a collective political subject which does not require full and permanent identification 
with ‘the Other’ and can never be taken for granted. This way of thinking about 
coalition politics stems from feminist critiques of assumptions about ‘global 
sisterhood’ over the past two decades as well as continuing internal struggles within 
transnational feminist organising. In response, a large number of the umbrella 
organisations that we studied displayed a clear preference for decentralised ways of 
working together which preserved the autonomy of each group within the network. 
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Notably full consensus, while important in specific strategic contexts, is not always 
seen as a requirement for making connections or taking action. As one interviewee put 
it, ‘we have a very strong principle of not dominating … networking. So I will give 
somebody’s…email to another friend and say, right, you get on with it’.17 Or as the 
self-description of another group states,  
 
We work on the basis of equal relationships and input from our members 
rather than as a disciplined, ideologically homogenous, centrally controlled 
organisation. We believe that each group or individual is best judge of their 
own situation.
18
  
 
Third, we find that many of our feminist activists see coalition-building as a process 
and one, moreover, which has a value in and of itself. This has two dimensions. On 
the one hand there is a widespread recognition of the intrinsic value of interpersonal 
relationships: that they offer emotional and psychological sustenance as well as a 
sense of belonging. In this context, a number of our interviewees told us the main 
benefit for them of attending the World Social Forum was the chance to meet and be 
with other activists. As one put it ‘I really love huge gatherings of people … listening 
to people talk and all that vibrancy, you know, it is quite intoxicating’,19 while another 
called it ‘re-energising’.20 On the other hand, coalition politics frequently seems to be 
about opening up lines of questioning rather than about providing all the answers. 
This can be seen, for example, in the strenuous efforts made by feminist groups at the 
Forum to institute a genuinely open-ended dialogue between different movement 
strands. As the moderator of one session put it: ‘What we are doing now is … 
breaking barriers and building bridges … we need to be together … [and] we need to 
know why we need to be together ... And that is the beginning’.21 
 
Finally, we would argue that feminist efforts to build coalitions are not only pragmatic 
and frequently open-ended, but also principled. To put this another way, coalition-
building should not be seen as a free-for-all but occurs within boundaries. Although 
there are many context-specific answers as to where to where these boundaries should 
be drawn, it seems to us that the feminist activists we studied tend to gain their 
general reference points from their understanding of the political project which they 
share. More concretely, all our interviewees see themselves as committed to 
challenging gender inequality and working towards women’s liberation or 
empowerment. Thus, although their diagnosis of the problem may differ as well as the 
language in which they describe it and the strategies which they generate in response, 
there is a general recognition of gender as an unjust power relation intersecting with 
others, and of the need to articulate and defend a vision of a changed world for 
women and men. In fact, it is only in this context that bridge building becomes 
meaningful. As one interviewee put it, ‘to globalise solidarity means to respect 
different cultures … [but] beforehand there is the important point to make that one 
cannot accept injustice or domination’.22 Another was explicit that this meant she 
would not work with what she called religious ‘fundamentalists’  
 
we work with practically with all that are sensitive [to gender inequality] … 
We have some very good relations with some of the women and men in the 
unions, but when we have to confront them, we have to confront them … [But 
fundamentalism] the ‘unique thinking’ that believes in one truth … The 
confrontation with them is going on permanently.
23
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So what can we as feminist IR academics learn about bridge-building from these 
feminist efforts at coalition politics? We suggest that the first step is to define ‘bridge-
building’ in more specific terms as the effort to build shared projects with others that 
share specific goals in ways that are attentive to diversity amongst ourselves and to 
the process as much as the end product of working together, and that are grounded in 
a shared overall commitment to the need to challenge and transform gender 
inequalities. This way of defining bridge-building may help us to distinguish it from 
the myriad of other interpersonal and institutional connections that shape our lives as 
academics. Most obviously, bridge-building involves more than a tennis match 
between two speakers debating competing knowledge claims. We also need to learn 
to see bridge-building as a process of value in and for itself, regardless of the 
outcome. Engaging in dialogue with sympathetic others and attempting to learn 
through their lines of sight can help us know each other better, respect each other 
more and cement intellectual and personal friendships. Certainly, we see bridge-
building as a welcome opportunity to challenge our preconceptions about IR and 
feminism; to expose ourselves to new ideas no matter how uncomfortable; and to 
meet others who can offer us support and company along the way.  
 
With regard to building bridges specifically with other feminist academics, we 
suggest that the chief lesson is the need for a non-hierarchical, inclusive approach. 
Most obviously, the dangers highlighted by our feminist interviewees of 
representational politics and speaking for others should warn us away from efforts to 
do the same for marginalised members of the feminist IR community, perhaps 
particularly junior colleagues. We need to find ways of uniting to make inroads in our 
discipline that allow junior colleagues and others to speak for themselves. Relatedly, 
we need to find ways to air what may be profound disagreements amongst ourselves 
openly and respectfully, to guard against gate-keeping and against incipient 
hegemonic projects within feminist IR itself. In this context, it is crucial to publish 
texts along the lines of Feminist Contentions, which highlight what we share and, just 
as importantly, how we differ.
24
 As for building bridges with feminists beyond 
academia, we suggest there is a need to pay more attention to the specific ends of our 
alliances. We have argued here and elsewhere that activists in diverse contexts can 
provide important insights into how we should go about doing our research, how we 
should teach and how we can work together. But there is a danger here that academics 
define bridge-building in our own terms, that feminist activists with fewer resources 
and less control over knowledge production are being consulted and discussed but not 
incorporated as equal partners in defining the purpose of the encounter. We need to be 
more open to being changed in our academic practice by those outside of academia. 
One dimension of this, we suggest, would involve collaborating with those outside of 
the university to publish in more popular outlets with a wider audience. 
 
What about building bridges with non-feminist academics, particularly those within 
the mainstream of our discipline of IR? We suggested in the first part of this essay 
that there were both epistemological and political barriers to such bridge-building. 
The practice of our feminist activists suggests to us that the question of who we 
should ally with and to what end is ultimately one driven by a generalised political 
affinity. This does not mean that potential collaborators have to identify explicitly as 
‘feminist’ – notably, some of our interviewees did not feel entirely comfortable with 
the label. In our view, however, it does mean that they need at a minimum to take 
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seriously the kinds of questions posed by feminist IR, even if they ultimately disagree 
with the answers. Moreover, and perhaps most importantly, potential partners need to 
take seriously the gendered inequalities and violence that shape the lives of women 
and men in different ways, and see this as a moral injustice which we all need to 
participate in transforming. Again, a unified conceptual language is not essential here 
– feminists themselves, after all, theorise gender inequality in a variety of ways using 
diverse conceptual tools. But the point is that there needs, as the basis of bridge-
building, to be some level of shared commitment to the assumption that there is a 
problem that needs to be addressed and challenged.  
 
Such an argument implies that it remains most likely that bridges can be built between 
feminists and those in the ‘critical’ IR camp rather than those in the IR mainstream, as 
it is in the former that we will find explicit recognition that a key task of academic 
work is to identify and challenge relations of domination and oppression. There are 
two important points of clarification necessary here, however. First, we have already 
made it clear that we need to avoid being sucked into bridge-building with critically-
minded colleagues on a subordinated basis. Thinking of bridge-building as an ongoing 
process that does not require total and permanent identification may help us here. As 
an interviewee put it above, while we may continue to strive to work with those with 
whom we share political affinities, ‘when we have to confront them, we have to 
confront them’. Second, we should not rule out the forging of alliances with more 
mainstream IR academics, even if full-scale bridge-building as we have defined it is 
unlikely. For example, we can imagine the possibility of a strategic, temporary 
alliance with realists and neoliberals in the discipline in order to defend or promote a 
cause that relates to our profession and our ability to do it well, openly and freely. 
There is no reason why we cannot hold hands over very specific political issues, if 
only for a while. Nonetheless, for the foreseeable future, feminist IR academics are 
likely to continue to focus their efforts on building bridges amongst ourselves and 
within critical IR in order to become more visible and audible to our mainstream 
colleagues. 
 
Conclusion 
 
In this essay, we have argued that there are good reasons for feminist scholars to build 
bridges amongst ourselves, with others in the IR discipline, and with those beyond 
academia, but that this process is neither easy nor risk-free. Drawing on feminist 
activist practice, we have suggested that bridge-building be understood more 
specifically as a particular kind of collaborative process undertaken by those who 
share a political affinity. This helps us draw boundaries around the bridge-building 
process, to develop guidelines for how best it can be pursued, and to identify those 
with whom it is most likely to be effective. Without limiting the participation of 
potential collaborators, after all, bridge-building will degenerate into an academic 
exercise of intellectual sparring. Although that may be the meat and drink of much 
academic life, the point about bridge-building, surely, is that it offers the possibility of 
more purposeful and empowering sense of connection based on solidarity with others. 
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